Current considerations about Merkel cells.
Since the discovery of Merkel cells by Friedrich S. Merkel in 1875, knowledge of their structure has increased with the progression of new technologies such as electron and laser microscopy, and immunohistochemical techniques. For most vertebrates, Merkel cells are located in the basal layer of the epidermis and characterized by dense-core granules that contain a variety of neuropeptides, plasma membrane spines and cytoskeletal filaments consisting of cytokeratins and desmosomes. The presence of the two latter structures would suggest that Merkel cells originate from the epidermis rather than from the neural crest, even though such a hypothesis is not unanimously accepted. The function of the Merkel cell is also very controversial. For a long time, it has been accepted that Merkel cells with associated nerve terminals act as mechanoreceptors although the transduction mechanism has not yet been elucidated. Merkel cells that do not make contact with nerve terminals have an endocrine function. The present review aims to shed new and comparative light on this field with an attempt to investigate the stimuli that Merkel cells are able to perceive.